The main purpose of this study was to improve the quality of online courses in Indiana University's adult education graduate program. Researchers utilized Quality Matters™ (QM) standards to evaluate the courses. A total of 24 students from five courses participated in the evaluation process. Three peer instructors also evaluated the courses based on the QM standards. The evaluations of both cohorts suggested the following: (1) the adult online graduate courses fulfilled the key components of QM standards in general; (2) students' evaluations of the courses were quite consistent with the peer instructors' evaluations; (3) areas identified as needing improvement were: to provide sufficient information about accessibility, technical support, and course orientation, and descriptions of instructional materials. Suggestions for improvement were discussed.
Introduction
I mproving the quality of online courses is a pressing need in higher education. Distance education enrollments continue to increase, and the number of distance programs and courses online continue to grow. However, according to Allen and Seaman (2016) , chief academic officers report that faculty acceptance of online learning has not improved and state: "A continuing failure of online education has been the inability to convince its most important audience-higher education faculty members-of its worth" (p. 26). The chief academic officers contend that many faculty members just do not accept the value and legitimacy of online education.
The purpose of this study was to improve the quality of graduate online adult education courses in the School of Education at Indiana University based on our assumption that we can always improve our online courses and this was part of our effort to improve our overall adult education program. To improve these online courses, we utilized Quality Matters™ (QM) standards. QM is a faculty-centered, peer review process that is designed to certify the quality of online and blended courses (Shattuck, Zimmerman, & Adair, 2014) . We had three objectives: (1) to assess whether the adult online graduate courses fulfilled the key components of QM standards; (2) to assess whether student evaluations of their adult education online graduate courses were consistent with peer instructor evaluations of those same courses; and (3) to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the adult education courses. Adair and Shattuck (2015) stated, "Quality Matters (QM) is a belief statement put to practice and made tangible as a system of integrated tools and processes to improve and assure quality in the structure of online courses. The process it entails enacts the following:
• A belief that online courses should reflect in their design what research has revealed as important for student learning;
• A belief that instructors best serve their students and each other through peer review and feedback focused on continuous improvement; and
• A belief that a shared understanding of quality can support diverse pathways to meeting standards of excellence" (p. 159).
Therefore, the primary goals of Quality Matters are to promote student learning and to guide continual quality improvement of online courses. The review process is a faculty-driven, collegial peer review (Dietz-Uhler, Fisher, & Han, 2007) .
The QM process was utilized in this study because it has contributed to a significant body of research. Shattuck (2015) provided an extensive literature review that describes what has been learned from QM-focused research under four major themes: Learning Outputs, Professional Enhancement Outputs, Organizational Impact and the Continuous Validation of the QM Rubric and Processes. This research and its concomitant themes provided background for this current research study, and were particularly useful in identifying literature dealing with learner and instructor perceptions of quality and satisfaction. More specifically, research by You, Hochberg, Ballard, Xiao, and Walters (2014) focused on learners' perceptions concerning whether QM standards were met in selected online courses and compared their perceptions with those of peer reviewers; research by Ralston-Berg (2014) surveyed students' perceptions of online course design features that indicate quality and how those results correlated with standards of quality in the QM Rubric; and research by Dietz-Uhler et al. (2007) investigated course completion rates in courses designed in a way that met QM standards. In order to validate the QM standards, it is necessary to listen to students' voices about course design and their learning experiences (Shat-tuck, 2015) . Regarding student perspectives, researchers typically have taken two approaches. One way is to investigate student satisfaction of courses and see whether the courses meet QM standards (Aman, 2009) . The other is to compare students' and peer reviewers' evaluations and see how consistent they are (You et al., 2014) .
This study was conducted in Indiana University's graduate program in adult education. That degree program originated in 1947 as a community service program providing off-campus, non-credit courses in adult education (Treff, 2008) . Through a series of organizational revisions, the program was restructured within the academy, offering both Doctor of Philosophy and Doctor of Education degrees. Moving from the School of Education to the School of Continuing Studies in the 1980s, doctoral students were no longer admitted; the program became a Master of Science in Adult Education administered from the Indianapolis campus (IUPUI), and was converted to an online format in 1998. In 2012, the program returned to the School of Education in Bloomington as part of Instructional Systems Technology.
In 2015, the program underwent a self-study in an effort to improve the quality of the program. That study involved interviews and surveys of alumni, currently enrolled students, and program faculty. In our self-study, we felt it important to gain the perspectives of our students, faculty and outside observers. This current study, which focuses more directly on specific online courses, is consistent with our overall quality improvement effort. Our objective was to improve our online courses by comparing them to QM standards, identify areas of strengths and weaknesses in our courses, and identify whether instructor perceptions are congruent with student perceptions of our courses and thereby improve the quality of our graduate adult education online program.
Methods
This study examined students' evaluations of online courses in comparison to peer instructors' evaluations of the same online courses. The evaluations followed the QM standards.
Measurement
The course evaluation data were collected from two cohorts: students and peer instructors. Evaluation items were adopted from the QM standards. There were 21 evaluation items organized by 8 categories: (1) course overview introduction, (2) learning objectives, (3) assessment and measurement, (4) instructional materials, (5) course activities and learner interaction, (6) course technology, (7) learner support, and (8) accessibility and usability. Each evaluation item was rated with a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).
Although the two cohorts used the same evaluation items, the organization and procedure were different. The peer instructors used an evaluation form that organized evaluation items according to the eight categories. However, the items were ordered randomly without identifying the categories before being presented to the students in order to reduce potential bias in their responses for the titles of the categories.
The peer instructors evaluated courses without any time constraint. During the evaluation process, they examined course syllabi, the structure of course sites, course materials, and assignments. Students responded to the evaluation items more on the basis of their experiences in the course. Students also had no time constraints.
Participation
Students who took the online courses in the adult education graduate program were recruited for this study. Among 89 students who were invited to the study, a total of 24 students from five courses participated in the evaluation. Three peer instructors from the same department were recruited to evaluate courses based on the QM rubrics. Two peer instructors independently evaluated courses that they did not teach.
Analysis
Survey responses were analyzed descriptively. In order to reveal general evaluations of the courses, the average ratings of categories and individual items were calculated per course. Correlation analysis was carried out to explore the inter-rater reliability of the evaluations between students and peer instructors.
Results

Overview of Evaluation
Overall, the evaluation revealed that the courses abided by the QM standards quite well (on average, 4 out of 5). Although there were not big differences between courses (range between 3.7 and 4.2), we found some variation across the 8 categories (see Table 1 ). For example, between category 5 (course activities and learner interaction) and category 7 (learner support), the mean was 4.3 and 3.5, respectively.
All of the courses received higher ratings for the key components of QM, including learning objectives, assessment and measurement, instructional materials, course activities and learner interaction, and course technology (Categories 2-6). Courses appeared to require improvement in the following categories: course orientation, learner support, and accessibility (Categories 1, 7, and 8).
Inter-rater Reliability between Students and Peer Instructors
Overall, students evaluated the courses more positively than the peer instructors did for all the courses except one (D004). However, the differences did not appear to be great (ranged from 0.1 to 0.6). We were more interested in checking whether student evaluations were consistent with the evaluations of peer instructors. In order to see the relationship between the students' and instructors' evaluations, researchers carried out Pearson's correlation analysis. The analysis was conducted separately for each course. To compare the two groups' evaluations, researchers calculated the average scores of each evaluation item and used them to calculate the Pearson's correlation coefficients. The analysis revealed that students' evaluations of courses were significantly correlated with the instructors' evaluations in all the courses. Those ranged from r = .34 to r = .67 (see Table 2 ).
Reviews of Essential Standards
On the basis of the findings, we confirmed that the courses fulfilled the key components of QM standards except in the course technology category. In order to gain deeper understanding of the evaluation, researchers reviewed the 21 essential standards (see Table 3 ).
The findings revealed that the strongest areas of the courses were learning objectives, assessment and measurement, and learner engagement. Regarding the learning objectives, the following standards were highly evaluated: learning objectives or competencies were (1) suited to the level of the courses; (2) measureable and consistent with the course level goals; and (3) clearly stated from the learner's perspective. According to the results, the courses included learning activities that promoted active engagement and achievement of learning goals. Policies about course grades were stated clearly. Comparatively, the following areas were indicated as the areas for improvement: information about accessibility, technical support, course orientation, and explanation of instructional materials. The two QM standards 7.1 and 8.2 indicated that the courses did not provide sufficient information about how to get technical support or alternatives to auditory and visual content. However, contrary to the result, four courses (D001, D002, D003, and D005) provided students with the information to get any special accommo- Table 3 . Evaluation of Courses Based on the 21 Essential Standards Note: The evaluation was calculated by evenly weighting the ratings of students and peer instructors.
dations due to a disability by providing a link to Adaptive Technology and Accessibility Center. It suggests that students did not see the information that was linked within the syllabus. QM standard 4.2 revealed that students needed to know the purpose of instructional materials and methods, and how those would help students achieve the learning objectives. Results indicate that the course learning activities were aligned with the course objectives and the instructional materials contributed to the achievement of the objectives (see categories 3 and 4 in Table 3). However, students seemed not to be well informed about the purpose of instructional materials and how those were related to the learning objectives.
QM standard 1.1 related to the first activities in the courses. A common suggestion regarding the first activities is for instructors to provide a "Read Me First" or "Start Here" button on the menu or home page, which provides start-up information or activities. Although the courses provided general course overviews in the syllabus and a schedule for learning activities through the learning management system assignments page, the courses generally did not indicate what to do first or provide information about course navigation.
Discussion
T he findings of the study revealed the following: (1) the adult online graduate courses generally fulfilled the key components of QM standards; (2) students' evaluations of the courses were quite consistent with the peer instructors' evaluations. (3) As areas for improvement, students and peer reviewers identified the need for clearer links to information about accessibility, technical support, instructional materials, and course orientation.
The researchers observed that students' evaluations of courses were consistent with the instructors' evaluations in that the former reflected students' learning experiences while the latter were affected by the course design as the QM standard specified. Although the two cohorts used the same evaluation rubric, their evaluation processes might have been different. For example, the instructors checked course syllabi, learning materials, announcements, and instructions while rating each individual question. Students, however, relied on their learning experiences during the semester; they did not seem to check each element as the instructors did. So, it is quite plausible that students' evaluation approach was quite different from the instructors' approach. Yet, the results in this study confirmed that the students' "perceived" evaluations were quite consistent with the instructors' "objective" ones. The results suggest that the students experienced learning in the adult education courses in ways that the instructors intended.
QM standards emphasize the key components that should be met and aligned in the course design. The results suggest that the adult online graduate courses satisfied the standards based on the evaluations of both students and peer instructors. The instruc-tors who taught the courses confirmed that they identified learning objectives, aligned assessment with the objectives, and designed learning activities as well as learning materials. The instructors' intentional emphasis on the key learning components was reflected by the evaluations.
Still, the courses seemed to "overlook" some information that might be useful to students. Considering that online students are limited to learning resources that rely heavily on technology, it is critical to provide a clear description of the technical support that students can receive and accessibility of all technologies required in the course (Zeff, 2007) . Considering that students most highly value clear instructions describing how to get started and navigate course materials (Ralston-Berg, 2014), we recommend integrating course orientation activities at the beginning of each course.
One application of the data from this study is for our faculty to generate a standardized template for syllabus design. A standardized template would influence neither the course-specific content nor the structure of any one single course; instead, it would carry links to the types of support services that were identified in this study as insufficient. That way, support information could easily be incorporated, both for our learners, and for new faculty.
We recommend incorporating the following links into a syllabus template:
• Getting started with technology at IU: https://uits.iu.edu/studentguide While these links are specific to our institution, we recommend inserting comparable links to the readers' institution or organization.
Conclusion
B
y utilizing the QM standards, we identified strengths as well as weaknesses of the graduate online adult education program. In general, the online adult education graduate courses fulfilled the key components of the QM standards. We confirmed that students' perceptions regarding the course design and learning experiences were consistent with the intention of instructors. On the basis of our findings, instructors' specified areas for improvement and considered some practical implications through the evaluation with QM standards. Institutions that offer online courses may find it beneficial to survey students and apply Quality Matters standards to its courses. This may provide ways to identify strengths and weaknesses, modify areas that are indicated as needing improvement, and respond directly to student concerns. This is one way that higher education institutions may attend to the reservations about the value and legitimacy of online learning held by faculty noted at the beginning of this study.
